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Portraits of St. Paul

The Damascus Experience
Jerry Creedon

Unimpressive first meeting
Our first meeting with Paul in the Acts
of the Apostles, is, to say the least, unimpressive. (He was then named Saul,
Schaoul, like King Saul, the first King of
Israel. Saul, in Greek, means “waddler.” A
good reason for a name change)! We catch
him minding the jackets of a mob that
lynched Stephen, stoning him to death.
Paul saw nothing wrong with this. He
had, after all, left his native Tarsus for
Jerusalem to study the Law of Moses, the
Torah, at the feet of one of the greatest
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teachers of the time, Gamaliel. He not only
knew the Law and the Jewish tradition, he
was zealous for Israel’s God and for the
Torah, with a zeal which necessitated
stamping out, by whatever means were
necessary, all forms of disloyalty to the
Torah among Jews.
Hence, once Stephen was accused of
speaking against the temple and the Law
(Acts 6:13), in Paul’s eyes he deserved to be
stoned.

Off to Damascus to seize Christians
Stephen’s death did not satisfy Paul. He
obtained authority from the chief priests
in Jerusalem to go off to Damascus to seize
Christians, men and women alike, and to
drag them off to prison. They were, after
all, renegade Jews, leading Israel astray
from genuine loyalty to the one true God.
What happened on the road to Damascus
would change everything.
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T

o commemorate the birth of the
Apostle to the Gentiles two thousand years ago, Pope Benedict XVI
declared the period from June 28, 2008 to
June 29, 2009 as the year of St. Paul.
A few months before, at one of his
General Audiences in St. Peter’s Square, the
Pope had this to say about Paul of Tarsus:
“He shines like a star of the brightest magnitude in the Church’s history,” and he went
on to quote St. John Chrysostom’s praise of
Paul “as a person superior even to many
angels and archangels.” Few would grudge
the Apostle to the Gentiles this high praise.
And yet there are many, even among the
devout, who cannot warm to Paul. Even
though we hear his inspiring words Sunday
after Sunday in the second Reading at Mass,
and are greeted at the beginning of many
celebrations of the Eucharist with his beautiful prayer: ‘The grace of our Lord Jesus
Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all,”
many find Paul difficult to understand.
Among them, incidentally, is St. Peter
himself who had no inhibition about confessing to his readers that “there are some
things our beloved brother Paul wrote to
you that are hard to understand” (2 Peter
3:16)! But the criticism does not stop there.
Some see Paul as verging on the fanatical,
out of touch with the “real” world, benighted in his view of women.
I hope that the three pieces I am privileged to put together for Spiritan will help to
portray St. Paul in a more favourable light.

His God was too small
The first thing Paul learned on the road
to Damascus was that his God was too
small. God is God not only of the Jew but of
the Gentile. In God’s eyes “there is no longer
Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free,
there is no longer male and female, for all of
you are one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians
3:28). What happened on the road to Damascus was that, in Paul’s own words, “Christ
made me his own” (Philippians 3:12).

One new humanity
Paul would now see the world through
the eyes of Christ “who has made both
groups (Jews and Gentiles) into one, and
has broken down the dividing wall, that is,
the hostility between us… so that he might
create in himself one new humanity in
place of the two, thus making peace” (Ephesians 2:14-15). Saul had come a long way
since the lynching of Stephen.

A healing message for
a broken world
The Damascus experience was not only
a revelation to Saul of Tarsus, a vision, an

illumination as he himself described it
(2 Cor. 4:6); it was, above all, a call, a call to
bring to a broken world the healing message. “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new
creation; everything old has passed away”
(the tyranny of the Law; the fanaticism of
religious conviction; the presumption that
we can, simply by doing what the law
requires, become one of the elect).

Everything has become new
The Damascus experience is a rallying
cry to look for a new world in the morning.
“See, everything has become new” (2 Cor.
5:17). It is a challenge to us in our day and
where we stand “to be ambassadors for
Christ … who has given us the ministry of
reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18). Let us rise to
the challenge and “not accept the grace of
God in vain” (2 Cor. 6:1). I
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